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and more apparent across the world, focus has shifted from 
whether or not these effects are real, to how best to disrupt 
the current system of environmental degradation. This 
growing awareness and push for change has made food 
waste reduction a rapidly growing field of study, and the 
increased attention has helped create a wide variety of 
solutions through for-profit and non-profit ventures.
A constantly growing population and persistent food 
insecurity across the developed and developing world alike 
has led many to call for increased food production, despite 
current production rates that exceed global needs (Roser and 
Ritchie, 2019). Climate change also threatens to disrupt 
current food production and transportation systems 
through drought, flooding, and abnormal weather patterns. 
Despite these problems, the food system worldwide has 
massive inefficiencies, especially in wealthy developed 
countries: in the U.S., up to 40% of the food supply goes to 
waste, with the largest losses at the retail and consumer level 
(USDA, 2010). Among the wide variety of solutions to this 
problem are food rescue and recovery organizations, entities 
that work to intercept edible food that would otherwise be 
wasted and redistribute it. These organizations redistribute 
rescued food products through donation to hunger relief 
agencies, repurposing into a new product, or selling these 
recovered goods at a discount. These organizations and 
companies in the food recovery field must tread a careful line 
in the ways they frame and describe their work to ensure that 
the end user understands the value, safety and integrity of 
the recovered foods they are consuming. By taking a deeper 
look at the language used in the food recovery field, this 
paper explores one of the ways food once deemed ‘waste’ can 
be revalued as a usable product, and meet acceptable 
standards of consumability for both charitable recipients and 
paying customers. Language can be both standardized and 
objective as well as highly personal: for this reason, this 
paper utilizes the ‘official’ public-facing language of 
advertising, branding, and descriptors used for publication, 
as well as a sample of personal, first-hand accounts of those 
working in the food recovery field. Both channels of 
communication provide a rich vocabulary that illustrates the 
ways those in food recovery strive to educate consumers and 
disrupt the current paradigm by reframing the value of 
rescued or recovered food.
Food rescue efforts in Boston
This paper focuses on the geographical area of Boston, 
Massachusetts. As a small city on the northeast coast of the 
U.S., this area has dense urban populations as well as more 
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Climate change threatens to decrease crop yields and create 
food shortages through drought, flooding, and abnormal 
weather patterns. Despite these problems, food insecurity 
remains an issue of distribution and access, not one of 
production, and food waste remains a major contributor to 
environmental degradation. Among the wide variety of 
solutions to this problem are food rescue and recovery 
models, which work to intercept edible food that would 
otherwise be wasted and redistribute it to consumers, 
through commercial or charitable means. This paper focuses 
on several food rescue organizations and companies in the 
area surrounding Boston, Massachusetts (USA), and how 
the language they use is reframing the definitions of what is 
necessary food waste, and what is needlessly wasted food. 
The cultural and social definitions of edibility and food 
safety often clash with standardized definitions made by 
governmental agencies, food manufacturers, and retailers. 
Can food that has been deemed ‘waste’ or ‘garbage’ be 
redeemed through the work of food rescue? And can the 
social stigma of eating rescued food be mitigated through a 
shift in language by food recovery entities? This paper 
strives to answer these questions through a survey of the 
outward-facing language used by food recovery agencies, as 
well as informal interviews with food rescue workers.
Of all the food produced in the world, roughly one third of 
it is discarded without being used (FAO, 2015). Although 
some of this waste is inedible trim or scraps that are best 
diverted to compost or energy production, the United 
States Department of Agriculture (USDA) Economic 
Research Service (ERS) defines food loss as the edible 
amount of food, postharvest, that is available for human 
consumption but is not consumed for any reason (USDA, 
2010). For the purpose of this paper, ‘food waste’ shall refer 
only to these edible products. Food waste is an issue rapidly 
emerging in mainstream media across the developed world, 
due to the environmental impact of these extremely high 
levels of waste throughout the supply chain, and the 
continued prevalence of food insecurity even in wealthy 
economies. As the effects of climate change become larger 
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The outward-facing language discussed in this paper is 
collected from the primary sources of communication by 
the entities described: for the commercial enterprises 
studied, the company website or phone app is most often 
the main interface that users interact with, and so the 
language there is most illustrative of their messaging. The 
non-profit organizations discussed also communicate their 
messaging definitively through their websites, marketing 
materials, and public education materials. However, 
non-profit organizations also rely heavily on direct 
interactions with their partners that are not accessible 
through their public communications: the inward-facing 
language used by the food rescue worker and those they 
interact with is essential to their operations, but difficult to 
access. For this reason, in-person interviews with key 
informants working in the food rescue non-profit space 
were vital to help build a complete picture of this language.
Non-profit food rescue
In non-profit food rescue operations, the food rescue 
worker must interact with the people at the source of the 
food they are working to rescue, including farmers, 
commercial distributors, corporate managers and 
individual employees at food retail locations. The 
vocabulary used by these groups to describe the food they 
work with can vary dramatically and require careful 
navigation by the food rescue worker. For example, one 
informant explained that farmers sometimes have to 
consider crops on a quality scale that has already been set 
for them by outside entities: a tomato is simply ‘first’ or 
‘second’ quality, ‘firsts’ being the right size, shape, and 
color to qualify for retail sale at a grocery store, while less 
perfect ‘seconds’ can only be sold at a discount for 
processing. The rigid definitions set by retailers or 
government agencies leave no room for the farmer to 
redefine the worth of a tomato. In contrast, acceptable 
quality in food recovery sometimes exists on a sliding scale, 
dependent on supply and demand. As the informant 
(Informant A (2019), pers comm., 23 December) noted:
We also have shifting standards throughout the 
season depending on what the demand is from 
different distributing agencies that we have. So at 
certain points in the fall we might have processing 
partners who are able to take a lot of B grade 
butternut squash, but at other times of the year, 
they might be totally set, they don’t need any more 
B grade butternut squash… So what we’re saying is, 
what’s compost today might have been the B grade 
butternut squash last week, but you have to be really 
cognizant of where everything is going, and when 
we’re doing that work with volunteers, we’re always 
thinking about the end destination.
When it comes to perishable crops being rescued at the 
farm level, food recovery depends heavily on supply and 
rural and agricultural areas in close proximity to one 
another, exhibiting a diverse food system and a wide range 
of players in the food recovery space. This paper surveys a 
sample of the larger and more prominent organizations and 
companies doing work in food rescue, including Lovin’ 
Spoonfuls, the Boston Area Gleaners, and Food for Free in 
the non-profit space. (disclosure: Lovin’ Spoonfuls currently 
employs one of the authors of this paper.) These 
organizations work in very similar spheres and often 
interact with each other in both formal and informal ways. 
While Lovin’ Spoonfuls is focused almost exclusively on 
food rescue from retail stores, distributors, and post-sale 
farm products (Lovin’ Spoonfuls, 2020), Food For Free has 
a much broader base of operations incorporating food 
rescue from institutions and conference centres, a 
distribution partnership with the Greater Boston Food 
Bank, and also food processing and distribution in a wide 
variety of programs (Food For Free, 2019). The Boston Area 
Gleaners operates further up the supply chain at the 
production level, utilizing volunteers to harvest excess crops 
from area farms and distributing those crops in bulk to area 
food banks, large pantries, and other food programs 
(Boston Area Gleaners, 2017). As non-profits, these 
organizations must all explain their work to the general 
public, potential volunteers and donors, as well as the other 
organizations they work with to distribute the rescued food.
Four for-profit food recovery companies active in the 
Boston area were also selected for study, including: Food for 
All, Misfits Market, Imperfect Foods, and Spoiler Alert. Food 
for All is a mobile app intended to connect consumers with 
restaurants that have excess meals available at reduced prices, 
to be picked up during off-peak hours or near closing. Misfits 
Market is a subscription box that delivers packages of assorted 
excess produce sourced from farms and suppliers. Imperfect 
Foods is a similar business model that focuses on food 
reclamation and delivery service that brings unsightly and 
distressed produce to customers at reduced prices. Spoiler 
Alert is an automated trading platform for business-to-
business transactions that enables grocery companies and food 
manufacturers to more effectively manage the discounting, 
donation, and exchange of excess and distressed food.
Outward-facing language as persuasive messaging
Advertisement is a form of persuasive message, intended to 
modify a recipient’s view of an organization, product, or topic, 
or to promote a recipient’s awareness and retention thereof. In 
a persuasive message, word choice and word meaning are 
critical (Hosman, 2002). The vividness and intensity of the 
words used can impact various elements of the persuasion 
process in a variety of interacting ways, as can the syntactic 
assembly of the words (ibid.). The level of linguistic analysis 
primarily considered by this paper is the lexical level, 
consisting of the vocabulary, word choice, and use of idiomatic 
units employed by the advertisements. However, the syntactic 
level is also considered where applicable.
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flawed: Misfits proudly declares ‘Always fresh, sometimes 
normal.’ and that they are ‘helping delicious food find a 
good home’ (Misfits Market, 2017), while Imperfect Foods 
promotes ‘real food with real character’ and proclaims ‘If 
food can be saved, we will save it.’ (Imperfect Foods, 2020). 
Describing food items as having individual characters or 
even personalities elicits an empathetic response, 
encouraging the consumer to treat the rescued food with a 
higher level of respect, value, and consideration. Attitude 
and emotion are major factors that affect food waste 
behaviour and can drive consumer motivation to reduce 
food waste (Russell et al., 2017), and companies working in 
this space clearly incorporate vocabulary that reflects this.
Comparison
For-profit businesses that specialize in food reclamation 
and redirection have different advertising demands than 
non-profit organizations active within the same field, 
requiring the use of different language and rhetoric. In 
order to compare the outward-facing language of for-profit 
and non-profit institutions, the main websites of all 
institutions were examined. As the primary point of 
contact between an institution and its potential customers, 
beneficients, sources, and partners alike, these websites 
present a condensed microcosm of the institution’s 
advertising and public image strategies, and one that is 
conducive to side-by-side equivalent comparisons.
The three non-profit and four for-profit establishments 
introduced above were considered. An examination of the 
main front websites of these organizations and businesses 
revealed certain near-universal commonalities between 
for-profit and non-profit verbiage. In all cases, emphasis 
was placed on the health, quality, and consumer experience 
of the food, indicated by words such as ‘healthy,’ ‘fresh,’ 
‘delicious,’ ‘flavour,’ and ‘high-quality.’ Use of these 
positive descriptors indicate a pointed effort to pre-
emptively dispel the perception of recovered and diverted 
food as inferior in nutrition or experience to ‘legitimate’ 
food. In all cases, the key nouns ‘food,’ ‘meals,’ and in some 
cases ‘produce’ were used to refer to the resources in 
question; they were never referred to by undesirably-
connoted nouns such as ‘waste,’ nor were they referred to 
by neutrally-connoted nouns such as ‘edibles,’ ‘product,’ or 
‘inventory.’ ‘Food’ was the most common key noun, used in 
a majority of cases across all sites. Efforts were evidently 
made to readily forefront the food’s nature as food, a 
resource of universally-recognized value, using the most 
common-language terms: leaving no room for the reader to 
dispute its value or consider it as something other or less 
than food. Modified noun phrases (consisting of a 
desirably-connoted key noun, usually ‘food,’ modified by 
adjectives) were preferred over alternative nouns that 
incorporate the same additional meaning; e.g. ‘excess food’ 
instead of ‘excess,’ ‘surplus food’ instead of ‘surplus,’ 
‘nutritious food’ instead of ‘nutrition,’ and so on.
demand, and the ability of the food recovery agency to 
transport food quickly to local receiving partners. These 
parameters are at odds with a static definition of food waste 
and require a constantly changing vocabulary to describe 
the shifting value of a given product.
Food recovery workers encounter a completely different 
vocabulary within the retail space, as illustrated by another 
key informant. At the retail level, food products are valued 
in more definitive monetary terms, based on the retail price, 
cost, and labour considerations. In some cases, recovering 
edible food for donation is considered of low value to the 
company, despite the benefit of tax deductions or the moral 
value of getting excess food to community members who 
most need it. In many cases, excess edible food is not donated 
simply because at the employee level ‘people just don’t have 
time, or they’re short staffed. So, it’s not a part of their 
regular duties and it’s kind of an extra thing tacked on.’ 
(Informant B (2020), per comm., 16 January). In these 
situations, food recovery workers must communicate the 
importance of food recovery in ways that increase its 
perceived value, emphasizing factors that they think will 
most appeal to the individual employee. As one key 
informant explained, ‘the more knowledgeable and 
dedicated the employees are to reducing food waste, we can 
really receive a huge amount more if they are, like, on board.’ 
(ibid.). Although many large retailers have corporate policies 
mandating food donation, getting employees on board at the 
individual level can be the most important factor in actually 
recovering the most food possible from a single location. 
This requires one-on-one communication and education 
from the food rescue worker on the value of recovered food 
and the impacts, both environmental and social, that 
recovering food can have. Strategies utilized at this 
individual level included telling personal stories of where the 
food was delivered and how it was appreciated by recipients, 
praising the environmental awareness of those who reduce 
food waste, and emphasizing the monetary savings to the 
store through the tax deduction for donated food (ibid.).
For-profit food rescue
Unlike non-profit food recovery, the food products in this 
realm have retained some portion of their direct monetary 
value, as all of these companies resell or facilitate the sale of 
recovered foods. Nonetheless, these companies must also 
add perceived value to the products they sell by promoting 
the benefits of recovered food: most did this through an 
emphasis on the environmental benefits of utilizing 
rescued food, as well as the health aspect of discounted 
food (ostensibly because cost is the main barrier preventing 
consumers from choosing healthier options). There was 
also a strong suggestion that choosing rescued food sources 
provides a social dividend of ‘doing the right thing’ or 
being more ‘green’. Misfits Market and Imperfect Foods 
also employ descriptors that personify the produce they sell 
into something quirky and unique, rather than damaged or 
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from their intrinsic value is removed. In addition to 
emphasizing the inherent value of recovered food, there were 
clear areas of focus when it came to add unique values that 
went beyond the value of the food itself. Chief among these 
was the environmental impact of food waste, and the value 
of reducing that impact through food recovery (in the case of 
non-profits), or individual consumers’ use of recovered food 
(in the case of for-profits). This was emphasized across all 
organizations, and, despite local and state-wide mandates for 
retailers to reduce organic waste, is still applauded at all 
stages of the food chain, from producer to consumer. The 
high social value placed on reducing environmental impact 
clearly guides much of the language used in food recovery.
Another key aspect employed in many different cases to 
increase the perceived value of recovered food was an appeal 
to the moral standards of the individual, be it a retail 
employee, consumer, or potential supporter of non-profit 
food recovery work. This was most apparent in the non-
profit realm through an emphasis on disparity in the food 
system, appealing to individuals to acknowledge the 
immorality of food waste as juxtaposed with food insecurity 
and hunger; but it also often appeared in the for-profit food 
recovery vocabulary, whether through imploring consumers 
to help ‘find a good home’ for unfairly rejected products 
(Misfits Market, 2017), or simply stating that anyone who 
loves food should hate seeing it wasted. In these ways, the 
right vocabulary can tie food waste directly to individual 
morality and ethics, equating the reduction of food waste 
with being a better person.
The small sample of food recovery work studied in this 
paper illustrates clear strategies for increasing the 
acceptability and perceived value of food that would 
otherwise be wasted through a shift in language. However, 
there are countless other players in the field of food 
recovery, each with their own approach and unique 
vocabularies for the work they do. As we move into a future 
of changing climate, growing population, and changing 
diets, consumer education will be vital in expanding our 
food supply to include the aesthetically imperfect, slightly 
damaged, or otherwise ‘abnormal’ products currently being 
wasted. But education alone may not be enough: a paradigm 
shift in how we describe and talk about food is also needed 
to normalize a new way of valuing the food we eat, a value 
that includes more than a grocery store price tag. As one 
informant observed, ‘[…] knowledge doesn’t lead to change. 
You have to really be inspired to make change. I think 
maybe it’s a combination of educating and also just exposure 
[…] the more somebody sees an example of eating 
differently, they’ll kind of question, ‘oh, maybe I could do 
that’ (Informant, 2019, per. comm., 23 December).
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